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Interview by 
VENKAT SWAMINATHAN 





Purisai Kannappa Thambiran is today the best-known name in Therukoothu—the folk theatre of Tamil 
Nadu enacting the Mahabharata story. Born in 1915, he is a third-generation Koothu performer, and a 
repository of the art as it has developed in his native Purisai. . 

From the 1970s Kannappa Thambiran has alsoserved asa link between Therukoothu and new theatre in 
Tamil Nadu, inspiring a movement utilizing the traditional resources of the art. Active on the stage at 78, 
he continues to teach Koothu in his village and hold workshops for students in the cities. Kannappa 
Thambiran received the title of Kalaimamani from the Tamil Nadu Eyal Isai Nataka Manram in 1972 and 
the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award in 1989. : 

This interview was conducted (in tamil) for the archives of Sangeet Natak Akademi on 3 November 
1992. It has been translated into English by Venkat Swaminathan—Ed. 





Venkat Swaminathan : Thambiran, you have been engaged in Therukoothu for 
over 60 years now. You come from the famed Veeraswami Thambiran family of 
Purisai, involved in this theatre for some 150 years. You have seen Raghava Than 
biran, your uncle, and your father Duraiswami Thambiran performing 
Therukoothu and have heard them talking about the art. They were also the ones 
who taught you to perform in your boyhood. We would be benefited if you could 
recount your long experience in Therukoothu in this interview—the way things 
were, the way they are today. 

Purisai Kannappa Thambiran : Let me first tell you about my family and how we /rv 
came to be doing Therukoothu in our village Purisai. Veeraswami Thambiran was 
my grandfather. He had four sons: Raghava Thambiran, Vijaya Thambiran, Krish 
na Thambiran, and Duraiswami Thambiran—my father. 

__ My grandfather was interested in leather puppetry and would perform on fes 
tive occasions in the village. Crowds from nearby villages would gather to watch his 
shows. Later Veeraswami Thambiran took the story Kamsa Samharam from the 
Bhagavatam, composed Kirtanas, and presented it in the form of Therukoothu. 

; When his sons came of age, he thought of doing the whole of the Mahabharata 
in Koothu form fSo he called all the men of his family and caste in the village and 
Started preparing for this task. Finally he formed a troupe of some 20 actors from his 
teat a: his four sons, among whom Raghava Thambiran was the most 
talented. 

Among my grandfather’s literary associates was Kalavai Kumaraswami That 
biran who wrote Hiranya Samharam, Krishnan Thoodu, etc. for Therukoothu- 
There was also Subramaniya Thambiran who wrote Subhadra Kalyanam, Krishna 
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Vilasam, Siruthondar Charitram} and other plays, and a poet called Masilamani 
Kavirayar, 

__ Veeraswami Thambiran was well trained in music. His superb acting skills won 
him great appreciation An the village and he was soon invited to present the Maha- 
bharata during the ei t-day-long Draupadi Amman festival. Subsequently many 
People came to train with him. He taught them all with dedication and developed 
his art throughout his long life. He was an all-rounder. He even made the costumes 
and Omaments for Therukoothu—wooden bhujakeertis, [shoulder-plates], 
kadanis [ear-plates] and the like. 

Raghava Thambiran had no sons, only a daughter. Vijaya Thambiran had one 
son; Raju. Krishna Thambiran’s son was Natesa Thambiran—a great performer. 
Duraiswami Thambiran had two sons, I and my younger brother Janakiraman. My 
Paternal aunt had a son, Angamuthu, who did the female roles) All of us were of one . 

y and lived together. e 

Traditionally, we never learnt anything by reading or writing. All our training 
was by seeing and hearing our elders. That is how it has been in Therukoothu right 
from the start... Three generations of. performers: Veeraswami Thambiran, 
Raghava Thambiran, I and my cousin Natesa Thambiran. We now have Samban- 


my son—following us.: 
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Swaminathan : Much of this must have been related to you by your father. Or was 
it Veeraswami Thambiran? 

Thambiran : My father. 

Swaminathan : You mentioned that Veeraswami Thambiran was initially involved 
in puppetry and came to Therukoothu only laterf Then he went on to train others in 
this art. Now where did he himself learn Therukoothu? 

Thambiran : My grandfather was a man of many talents. He had also leamt 
Bharatanatyam. In those days there were Devadasis in the village who used to 
perform during the festivals, leading the temple processions. They received grants 
for their living from the village. Well, my grandfather used to train those Dasis in 
Bharatanatyam. 

Swaminathan : Like a nattuvanar? 

Thambiran : Yes, he was a nattuvanar. He also taught Bharatanatyam to the Dasis 
attached to the Kandaswami temple in Madras. He even taught them how to wear 
the costumes—the way saris are worn in Bharatanatyam! 

Swaminathan : That suggests he had a prior grounding in Bharatanatyam. Now, 
when he came to Therukoothu, his style would probably have borne the influence 
of Bharatanatyam. Was his style in Therukoothu indeed different from that of other 
performers? 

Thambiran : No, Therukoothu contained the ingredients of Bharatanatyam right 
from the start. See [Thambiran demonstrates the tala structure of a song]: Thallan- 
8u, tha ka thi mi, tha ka, tha thingi na thom, tha ka, thi mi tha, thi mi tha, ki ta tha, 
ki na tha, tha, na, tha ni tha, tha na ngu, tha jum tha ki ri ta tham, tha jung, tha, ki 
11, ta thai, tha thingi na thom, tha thi ngi na thom, tha thi ngi na thom . . . ‘Pari mala 
Paduma thala nayan . . .’ The song goes on like that. That is how it was composed— 
tala and jati—by my uncle Raghava Thambiran. 

Swaminathan : Did Kalavai Kumaraswami Thambiran, whom you mentioned, 
only compose the songs in his dramas? 

Thambiran : No, he wrote the dialogues also. ; 

Swaminathan : Did he write his plays specifically for Therukoothu? 

Thambiran : He was a Therukoothu artist himself and was related to us by marriage. 
You know what he did? When he saw Raghava Thambiran doing well in 
Therukoothu and his troupe acquiring a solid base, Kumaraswami Thambiran gave 
his play Hiranya Samharam toRaghava Thambiran and said: “You must preserve 
this. I am getting old. It is left to you now to perform this play.” This was after my 
grandfather had passed away. It-was then that Raghava Thambiran began doing 
Hiranya Samharam, besides Krishnan Thoodu from the Mahabharata. 
Swaminathan : What you said a little earlier suggests that there has always been a0 
element of Bharatanatyam in Therukoothu. 
Thambiran : Yes, but I wouldn’t know since when it has been there. I never asked 
my elders about these matters. They taught us what they knew—the dialogues, the 
songs . . . After them, I too am using the same songs. I have not changed them. We 


PURISAI KANNAPPA THAMBIRAN 39 


tua- 


i 


his poignant s 


ts t 


n—this song sui 


ituatio 
, and so on. 


ation 


ainly heard about Therukoothu practi 


tu 


si 
You would have m: 


them according to the s 
in another si 


tion and that one fits 


Swaminathan 


8 


. 


usin 


have been 


in your 


ces 


time you must have seen a lot of performan- 


3, 


father 


. But in your 


€ 


Ss 


grandfather 


ces? 


his Hiranya Samharam. 
. Has there been any 


I was Prahlada 


these years? 


uring 


th my father. 


wi 


it has been a 60-year-long engagement 


change in performance style d 


Thambiran 


I have acted 
For you 


Swaminathan 


Thambiran 


None. 


today exactly as Therukoothu was 


rming 


? 


You mean you are perfo 
tin 


performed 60 years ago 


Thambiran 


Swaminathan 


in 


ther 


in the same style. There has be no change ei 


: Iam continuing 
or acting style. 


make-up, costume, 
The Purisai troupe, 


left. 


at extreme 


is 


then the leader, 


1968. Natesa Thambiran, 


> 


De 





40 VENKAT SWAMINATHAN 


Swaminathan : There was no time limit for performances in those days. You could 
perform throughout the night any number of hours. The audience too had that 
kind of leisure. Now, outside your village, you do a show in an hour. Sometimes you 
are asked to perform for even half an hour. 

Thambiran : Yes, sometimes we have to do that. 

Swaminathan : Doesn’t this affect your acting style or overall performance? Do you 
have to omit some scenes? 

Thambiran : We don’t omit scenes. We cut down the songs and abridge the 
dialogue, retaining only the important portions. , 
Swaminathan : Are you sure there is no change in the style? 

Thambiran : There can never be. 

Swaminathan : What about changes in the responses of audiences then and now? 
Thambiran : In the old days, the audience response was tremendous. People used 
to watch Therukoothu with a sense of awe and wonder. There was also an element. 
of pleasurable surprise in their annual encounter with Therukoothu during the 
Draupadi Amman festival. People were attentive to details of performance and 
minor changes would be remarked upon—Hey, what’s this? Never seen a thing 
like that before! Crowds would throng the temple grounds, seating themselves 
comfortably on mats, and wait from four-o’clock in the afternoon for the show to 
begin. There was such fervour in the festival and such enthusiasm for Therukoothu 
among the people! Then the cinema arrived and the downward slide began. Now 
again, the revival. . . . 
Swaminathan : In those days people used to travel 15 or 20 miles in carts to see 
Kittappa’s? plays. 

Thambiran : I myself have done that. From my village we would go to Kanchipuram 
tosee Valli Thirumanam’. I have been there to see K.B. Sundarambal* perform on 
the stage. 
Swaminathan : Now Sunderambal, Kittappa, etc.—that is, the popular theatre of 
the °30s—would also have diminished the popular interest in Therukoothu, on¢ 
imagines. In fact, films came later in point of time. = 
Thambiran : No, Therukoothu suffered a small dent only because of films. When 
that happened, do you know what I did? For about a decade, I staged my own 
versions of the plays of Sankaradas Swamigal—Harishchandra, Kov 
Charitram , Pavalakodi®, Alli Arjuna’, Satyavan Savitri, Valli Thirumanam, etc. | 
used his songs, but the dialogues were mine. 

Swaminathan : Were these plays done for the village festival? 
Thambiran : No, they were independent of any festival. People would come to me, 
raise area ai tell me: Well, this play looks good, do it for us. seat 

aminatnan : Were you doin i in the styi¢: 

popular thentre? y g these plays in Therukoothu style or in 
Thambiran : In popular-drama style. In the style Kittappa and other practised. 
Swaminathan : But why did you change your acting style? Couldn’t you have done 
these plays in Therukoothu style? 
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Thambiran : It was only a passing affair. The acting style of Therukoothu wouldn’t 
have suited these plays. 

Swaminathan : During which years were you doing the plays of Sankaradas 
Swamigal? 

Thambiran : When the silent films appeared on the scene. 

Swaminathan : Silent films? In the ’30s then. . . 

Thambiran : Was it in the ’30s? I don’t remember all that. I only recall that we 
thought of doing these plays when the silent movies came and people were attracted 
to them. 

Swaminathan : Weren’t you invited to perform inthe Draupadi Amman festival in 
your village during those years? 

Thambiran : We were invited to perform only during the festival. Not on other 
occasions. Those were hard times. We managed to survive by doing these 
Sankaradas Swamigal plays. . 
Swaminathan : Tamil Nadu has seen an atheistic political movement which began 
some 50 years ago. Has it had no impact on your career? 

Thambiran : None whatsoever. ; 
Swaminathan : During the last 20 years or so, there has been a renewed interest in 
Therukoothu. Today you are invited by universities and colleges to conduct train- 
ing workshops for students. Students come to you to learn the art and ask you to 
perform at their institutions. What do you think of this development? Does the 
initiative come only from institutions or does it indicate a genuine interest in 
Therukoothu among people in general? 

Thambiran : Well, people are getting to know about Therukoothu, at any rate. 
Educated men come to see my performances and invite us to perform in their own 
towns. Recently we performed in Thiruvannamalai during a festival of arts. Some- 
one who saw the performance invited us to Kanyakumari. I performed Panchali 
Sabadam there in a street corner. 
Swaminathan: You perform Therukoothu in 
neighbouring towns and villages like Vandavasi, 
are mainly connected with the Draupadi Amman f a 
days beginning with the Draupadi Swayamvaram episode. They are also presente 
during the Mari Amman festival in some places and as Hari Sevai [Prayer to Hari] 
by devotees on return from Tirupati. All such performances are a form of yet 
tight? They are connected with ritual. Some of your actors become possessed, ee 
some members of the audience. Now, when you perform the same plays elsew ah 
—unconnected with any festival, prayer or penance—do they become mere stag 
shows or. . .? thing. For example, when Dus- 
Thambiran : No, even in other places it’s the same thing. For ¢ yond 
sasana disrobes Draupadi, even children and old men become nese hap- 
Pens even when we perform outside the village, independently of any ‘ 


Swaminathan : They become possessed? 
Thambiran : Yes. 


your own village, Purisai, and in 
Seyyaru, etc. These performances 
festival and stretch over eight 
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Swaminathan : The reason why I am asking you the question is this: When you 
perform in the village, the performance is interwoven with ritual. For instance, 
before Arjuna appears on the stage to play his role, he goes to the temple and offers 
prayers. Before enacting the Vastropaharanam sequence, you burn incense and 
pray: Mother, please bear with us, we do this to earn our living. We don’t mean to 
sin against you. 

Thambiran : We do that anywhere we perform. 

Swaminathan : All the actors visit the temple. And the kappukarars® are there 
doing their penance; they stay in the temple all through the Draupadi Amman 
festival. 

Thambiran : Yes, the dharmakarta? too; he also visits the temple. 

Swaminathan : So there are penances, fasts, abstinences to be observed during the 
festival. There is also the firmly held belief that breaking the rules of penance or 
abstinence would have disastrous consequences. But when you perform outside the 
temple, you are only putting up a show, isn’t it? 

Thambiran : No, but even there the actors become possessed. Take my own case. I 
was performing in Koviloor. When I was disrobing Draupadi [in the 
Vastropaharanam sequence}, I became possessed. I could not control myself. I 
could not stand. Then the dharmakarta rushed to the stage and hit me on the chest. 
And some people from the audience came up. . . 

Swaminathan : You mean the dharmakarta was also possessed? 

Thambiran : Yes, he was sitting there as usual watching the performance. Suddenly 
he became possessed. Another time, in Uttara Meroor, a man who was seated in 
front near the stage bit my leg. I still have the scars of that bite. I had to kick him and 
Tun out. 

Swaminathan : In earlier days, in certain sequences, I have seen actors literally 
spitting fire to show their rage. They used to carry something in their mouth to bring 
out flames. 

Thambiran : Yes, but we don’t do that now—the smoke goes in and dries up the 
throat and affects our speech. So we have given up this practice. 

oo : Yes, I have heard Natesa Thambiran had some accident to do with 

e. 

Thambiran : That was an exploding cracker. Not in Therukoothu, but in 
Sankaradas Swamigal’s play Kovalan Charitram. In one of the scenes there is a Kali 
temple, and when Kali appears’ the crackers hidden below the pedestal suddenly go 
off! This had a stunning effect on the audience. But on that day the crackers blew off 
Natesa Thambiran’s hand. 
Swaminathan : Where did you get such an idea? 
Thambiran : It was our own idea. We used crackers in Therukoothu as well. When 
Bhima made his appearance, crackers would go off. But that was an ill-fated day- 
Afterwards, we would explode a cracker at a safe distance. We still do it now. 
Swaminathan : Traditionally, Therukoothu confines itself to the Mahabharata as 
the source or its plays. What about other themes? 





Natesa Thambiran as Dussasana (left) and Kannappa Thambiran as Duryodhana (right) in 
Draupadi Vastropaharanam: Festival of Folk Performing Arts, Madras, 1977. 


Thambiran : Well, outside of the Mahabharata, we have done Hiranya Vilasam, 
Siruthondar Charitram, Valli Thirumanam, Satayavan Savitri, etc 

Swaminathan : Now, stories like Satyavan Savitri, Valli Thirumanam or Siruthon - 
dar Charitram are not like Keechaka Vadhamor Arjunan Tapas where you have 
Scope for the expression of valour, anger, irrepressible rage. 

Thambiran :Well, there is bhakti in Siruthondar Charitram. | 

Swaminathan : But does that help in bringing out the best in Therukoothu? Does it 
agree with the manner of Therukoothu? 

Thambiran : It all depends on how you do it. Even Arjuna Tapas has a quiet theme. 
Arjuna is of course a great warrior, but when he goes to perform penance, he isa 
Peaceful soul. é 
Swaminathan : But even in that story there is a heated exchange between Arjuna 
and Shiva who comes disguised as a hunter. Arjuna’s valour and defiance are ex- 
Pressed in the performance. 

Thambiran : Yes, to some extent. 
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Swaminathan : In whatever degree, his valour and power do express themselves. 
There is no Therukoothu without this expression of vigour and power. The 
audience expects it in a Therukoothu performance. Now, how do people like your 
Valli Thirumanam, Siruthondar Charitram, etc.? 

Thambiran : Actually, we used to do these plays earlier, when all of us elders were 
together. But many of the elders are not around any more and I haven’t been able 
to give the younger performers really exhaustive training. There are a lot of offers 
from the public, but I am not able to do justice to a lot of plays outside the regular 
repertoire. I have recently taken up Markandeya Charitram. .. We are carrying on 
with whatever I have taught the troupe so far. I must continue my work and carry it 
further. If I could start a school for Therukoothu, I could teach a lot of students. 
Then I could establish a proper company of my own. That is the ambition I am 
cherishing. 

Swaminathan : After the revival of interest in Therukoothu in recent years, I have 
heard that you produced a new play reflecting the current interest in ecology and the 
environment—we shouldn’t fell trees, the forests shouldn’t be thoughtlessly 
destroyed, and so on. Tell us something about this experiment. 

Thambiran : In the Mahabharata, there is the episode of the burning of Khandava 
Vana. When the forest is set on fire Narakasura, the son of Daksha, asks: “Who is 
it that has killed his own mother?” Hearing this, Indra decides that he is the right 
adversary to Karna and uses him in the 17th day’s war. The episode reflects a 
tremendous concern for the environment. The message that comes through is this: 
Dhritarashtra has already destroyed the country by dividing it. But there should be 
no further destruction. If the forests are destroyed, there won’t be rains. All living 
beings— animals, birds— will disappear from the face of the earth. This will spell 
doom for mankind. 

Swaminathan : How do you express the idea? How do you present it on stage? 
Swaminathan : Well, Krishna appears on stage and says he has brought the dowry 
for the marriage of his sister Subhadra to Arjuna. He goes to Indraprastha to 
present the dowry to Arjuna. Arjuna takes the dowry and says: “Let us go and see 
the burning of Khandava Vana.” All of them proceed to the Khandava forest. Then 
Krishna says: “‘I want to destroy this forest.”” Radha and Rukmini oppose the move. 
They beseech Krishna: “Swami, please don’t do this. We get all our food and 
vegetables from the forest. It is full of things we need for life. Human prosperity 
depends on it. It brings rain which enriches the soil, the land becomes fertile, and 
oC country prospers. You should not destroy this forest.” That is the sequence we 
show. 

Swaminathan : I have also heard that you have done a play onthe theme of equal 
rights for women? 

Thambiran : No, not on the theme of equal rights for women but on the theme of 
dowry. You know the episode—the killing of Bali. While dying, Bali has an argu- 
ment with Rama. Rama asks him: “You took away your younger brothers’s wife 
and made her your mistress. Was that right?” To this Bali retorts: “You have got it 
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all wrong. My younger brother betrayed me. Feeling guilty and fearing my wrath, 
he ran away-and went into hiding in the hills. But did he care for his wife? She is one 
of the members of my family. Abandoned by her husband, she lives under my care 
and protection. She has committed no wrong. I have given her refuge. But do you 
think what you have done is right? You have come to the forest accompanied by 
your wife. But what about your younger brother Lakshman? Now that he is with 
you, what happens to his wife? Where is she? Here? No, in Ayodhya. Under whose 
care? Bharata’s. So would you. say she has become Bharata’s mistress? We are 
monkeys, not humans. You demand that your wife should be beautiful and should 
bring in a large dowry. Whatever else she might be endowed with—beauty or 
education—she should bring in a big dowry. If she fails to do that, you will burn her. 
We don’t do that. We are just monkeys. We don’t have distinctions like a younger 
or elder brother’s wife or mother. It goes on like that. That’s how we deal with the 
subject. 

Swaminathan : Lately urban theatre workers have become seriously interested in 
Therukoothu and have tried to incorporate elements of the art in their own produc- 
tions. I believe there was a production of Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 
named Vellai Vattam in Tamil, in which you were involved. 

Thambiran : My boys were in that production. 

Swaminathan : In what manner were you connected with it? 

Thambiran: You know the group Koothu-p-pattarai led by Na Muthuswami? 
Under the auspices of Koothu-p-pattarai, K. S. Rajendran produced that play 
Vellai Vattam. He didn’t get the right actors for the play in Madras, so I took my 
boys there. I also composed some songs for the play. ; : F 
Swaminathan : Didn’t you contribute in any other respect—guidance in acting, 
etc.? 

Thambiran : No, I only composed the songs. Then there are some adavus'® in the 
play which belong to Therukoothu. 

Swaminathan : Where did they come in, these adavus? : 
Thambiran : When the king sets out for battle—for example—preceded by his 
army: Ta ka thom tha, thi mi tha ka. You have seen these adavus on film [video-film 
produced by Koothu-p-pattarai]. We used these adavus only in select places. > 
Swaminathan : I believe Dr M. Ramaswami" trained under you for some time 
Thambiran : Yes. I had then started preparations for Panchali Sabadam and was 
teaching the boys in the village. I was training them for Vastropahar oi a ae 
to the village right at the end and said: “I want to learn he ayo u, gi ie 
role.” So I dropped one of the village boys and gave him thorole. cx Dussetens: 
was with me only for 15 days. 
Swaminathan : Just 15 days? 

Thambiran : Yes, only for 15 days. He was 0 
have a trained voice, so I gave him some voice-tr 
His friends— all teachers like himself—poured in to 
so delighted with his performance that they carrie 


ing thi i didn’t 
bserving things for some time. He 
training. I taught him the entire role. 
watch him perform. They were 
d him off the arena on their 
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shoulders. Then he made another trip. I gave him Keechaka’s role in Keechaka 
Vadham. Later he did this play in Museum Theatre in Madras. 

Swaminathan : The training he received from you was of great advantage to him. 
He later adapted a Greek play into Tamil”, converting it into a folk-tale. The role 
he played was of a king—a role like Dussasana or Keechaka. 

Thambiran: He used to do kirikai. 

Swaminathan : Yes, he did it very effectively in that production. Without the ex- 
pressive power of kirikai, I don’t think he could have given the necessary vigour to 
the role. It helped him bring out the aggressive and cruel power of the king. Con- 
sidering such successes, do you think urban directors can utilize Therukoothu and 
its acting techniques to advantage in their new experiments in theatre? 
Thambiran : Yes, anyone who learns Therukoothu can utilize its resources if he 
wants to. I remember Ramaswami had taken up another story, refeshioned it, and 
performed it in Therukoothu style. 

Swaminathan : In late years you have held several workshops for students. Can you 
tell us something about these workshops? 

Thambiran : I have conducted two workshops recently. 

Swaminathan : What kind of training did you impart? 

Thambiran : One of them focussed on Panchali Sabadam and the other was on 
Hanuman Thoodu. That was ten or 20 days back. 

Swaminathan : Let me understand the process: You take an episode from a play and 
train he students to enact it. But before that, do you have any preparatory exer- 
cises 

Thambiran : In the villages I do. When I am invited to teach people in the neigh- 
bouring villages, I go there and train them for two or three months. These students 
go through regular exercises. And then comes the arangetram. 

Swaminathan : Do they go on to form a troupe like yours? 

Thambiran : No, they take this training only because they are attracted to 
Therukoothu for the moment. 

Swaminathan : What do they do after the training? 

Thambiran : What can they do? When there is a festival in the village, they may 
perform! 

Swaminathan : To get back to the workshops, you have, to my knowledge, con- 
ducted one at Gandhigramam, another at Madurai, and a third at Thanjavur 
University. What were these like? Did you do a play with the students? A scene 
from a play? 

Thambiran : Yes, only scenes. 

Swaminathan : Were you satisfied with their performance after just a few days’ 
training with you? 

Thambiran : Don’t they come with a desire to learn? And don’t I have pleasure in 
teaching them? I teach them with all enthusiasm, and don’t mind the labour 10 
rehearsing twice or thrice a day. I only want this art to reach others. 
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Swaminathan : Within the short spell of training that a workshop affords, do the 
students pickup your strutting, thumping movement on thestage, the kirikais, or... 
Thambiran : . . . the various adavus? 

Swaminathan : Yes, the various adavus, or the delivery of dialogue—do they learn 
it all? 

Thambiran : Yes they do. What I teach them is confined to a particular brief episode 
of an hour or two hours’ duration. I teach each student the songs and the adavus that 
go with his role. 

Swaminathan : Even if it’s only a brief episode, are the students able to perform to 
your satisfaction—the adavus and all? 

Swaminathan : First I demonstrate a role myself and ask the students to do it after 
me. That is how I make my selection. I train only those who pass this test. 
Swaminathan : You would agree that there are differences in the abilities of various 
actors in your own troupe. I can see the differences even in the basic steps involved 
in strutting about the stage. 

Thambiran : Yes, there could be differences. 

Swaminathan : These actors have been with you for years. Now, when there is a gap 
in their acting competence despite years of training, what could workshops of ten or 
15 days achieve? 

Thambiran : Let me explain. An actor in my troupe doesn’t always do the same role. 
Sometimes he is dropped or replaced by another actor. So the roles keep changing. 
But that doesn’t happen in a workshop. When a student is given a particular role, 
say Ravana, he does just that. Throughout those 15 days of training, he is constantly 
occupied with thoughts of his role. So he performs well. But we have to keep 
changing the actors. If the man playing Hanuman doesn’t turn up for some reason, 
another actor takes his place. So there are bound to be differences in their perfor- 
mance abilities. 

Swaminathan : Since workshop training is confined to a single scene, I suppose an 
actor learns only the portion of his role required for the performance. He ace 
‘on stage for just a few minutes, or at best for half an hour. He may perform well, . 
would he gather a general idea of Therukoothu and acquire a sufficient eee : 
of its technique to take on a different role on the strength of his ten or 15 days 
training? 
Thambiran : For that he must know the relevant songs, the adavus, and the talas. A 
workshop student knows only the adavus and songs he has been taught for a spect 

episode. ee 

Swaminathan : How do you teach the young boys who join your troupe i ea 
teach them specific roles or do you give them a comprehensive training ie thod? y 
can take on any role? Is there such a general, comprehensive, training 


i ice training, training in tala and music. While 
Thambiran : First we give them voice training, small oles-—Sahadeva, Nakulan, 


Teceiving such training, they are also given some iakaran ' 
and the like. After sane time, a novice is given the role : on sta e Ae 
Kattiakaran acts as a link between the audience and the players on d the rriocipal 
of verbal exchange takes place between him and the audience 8m 
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actor—dialogue improvised on the spot. The readiness and spontaneity this 
demands gives an actor a good understanding of various characters in 
Therukoothu. Then we give him a main role and bring him on stage. That is how we 
train our actors. 

Swaminathan : Sambandam, Kashi, and sometimes Arumugam too join you in 
your performances—the next generation of Therukoothu artists. Can they, like 
you, take up a new episode from the Mahabharata and perform it using their skill 
and imagination? 

Thambiran : Their imagination? We have our songs, don’t we? The songs and talas 
are introduced in suitable places and then we compose the adavus. We can use these 
adavus only with the particular songs and falas . 

Swaminathan : Oh I see, what is basic to everything are the songs and falas . 
Thambiran : Yes, it is only by following the salas that one can do the adavus. 
Swaminathan : So that is the basic thing. The rest of the performance emanates from 
it. 
Thambiran : Yes, if the song is set to Jhampa tala, the movement has to be in 
Jhampa; if it is set to Triputa tala , the movement has to be in Triputa . 
Swaminathan : So the acting too is determined by the tala. 

Thambiran : Yes, tala determines the acting. 

Swaminathan : This is new to me. I thought acting in Therukoothu was independent 
of song and tala—all these inputs were brought together to form a whole. You say 
it isn’t so. 

Thambiran : In any performance, the steps are always determined by the tala ; even 
the expression depends on it. When you say ‘Tholhal thudikkudenna’ ‘See my 
shoulder quivering’, it is no good if you cannot express the words in action: you 
have to hold the quivering shoulder as if in check with your hand. When you say 
‘Kann vizhi sivakkudenna’ (‘See my blazing red eyes’), you have to show the rage 
in your eyes. In the same way, depending on the content of a song, you express te 
meaning with hand gestures, It’s the same thing with footsteps. Now take this song: 
“Engum nirai deivam nane, enakku inai yaarum illai thane/Sangai, illamale tharant 
eerezhum ponga uduppaikkul ingithamaha bhojan Sarvesan, Jagadeesan . ‘ f 
thaka thi tha tharingina thom . . .‘Engum nirai deivam nane, enakku inai... : e 
song, its tala, and the adavus go together. Take another song: ‘Engeyada a an 
chindayil nirainda Hari’. The steps for this song would also follow the same pattern. 
The adavus are determined by the song and the tala to which it is set. 
Swaminathan : Without this song component you can’t think of a Therukoothu 


Performance, isn’t that so? 


Thambiran : How can you? 
Swaminathan : The entire performance is determined by the songs and thetalas . All 


other components depend on them, right? ; 
Thambiran : All the expression and acting and everything else flows from the songs 


and the alas. - ; ‘ 
Swaminathan : Now, since it’s clearly impossible to instruct your workshop trainees 
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thoroughly in the music of Therukoothu in ten or 15 days’ time, a workshop can’t 
achieve much more than instilling in students an interest in Therukoothu, can it? 
Thambiran : Well, you can’t give these students the whole training. The training is 
confined to the specific role assigned to a trainee. 

Swaminathan : But if he has a passion for Therukoothu, he can always come back 
to you for training? 

Thambiran : Yes he can. If he came to the village, we would teach him. 
Swaminathan: Has anyone turned up like that? 

Thambiran : No. None of the workshop trainees has made a trip to the village. They 
are content with what they have learned. 

Swaminathan : But there are people like Dr Ramaswami who have come back for 
more and have put their training to imaginative use in theatre. 

Thambiran : He was elated by the appreciation showered on him and came back to 
learn more. He is now doing some new plays. He feels the need to learn more of the 
adavus and so he keeps coming back. 

Swaminathan : Tell us how your involvement with Na Muthuswami and his group 
Koothu-p-pattarai began. 

Thambiran : I had a performance of Karnan at Krishna Gana Sabha, Madras. It 
went off very well. When the show was over and I was in the green-room, taking off 
my costume, Muthuswami—who was in the audience—came in and introduced 
himself. A few days later he took me to his place and asked for my guidance in 
starting a theatre group (using the resources of Therukoothu). Thus Koothu-p-pat- 
tarai was born. In the beginning we held demonstrations. Dhananjayan, the 
Bharatanatyam dancer, was also there. Dhananjayan and I demonstrated our 
various gestures and movements—for instance, how a bow is lifted and held in 
position in Therukoothu and in Bharatanatyam. I have been in touch with Muthu- 
swami and his group since then. 

oe : Padma Subrahmaniam is also greatly interested in Therukoothu 
andshe... 

Thambiran : Yes, Padma Subrahmaniam also attended the demonstrations and 
arranged some Therukoothu performances. She took me to some sabhas and ar- 
ranged receptions and all. She is certainly interested in the art. Even last year she 
took me to Mahabalipuram where we had Therukoothu performances for two days. 
She has high regard for me. 

Swaminathan : People should know that Therukoothu has elements of classical 
performance integrated into it. That Padma Subrahmaniam, Dhananjayan, 
Muthuswami, etc. understand this is of great help. But I am not sure how 
widespread this understanding really is. 

Thambiran : Padma Subrahmaniam asked me to demonstrate the adavus for some 
of the songs in my plays and to show how these adavus were related to the classical 
tradition. I have. demonstrated them for her. I have taught Sambandam all these 
adavus and he has also demonstrated them separately. I have demonstrated to 
Padma the old songs and their talas and how mutti kirikai [pirouettes on knees] is 
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performed. She was very pleased and took me to various places. She has taken me 
to the Mahabalipuram festival twice. 

Swaminathan : The kirikai movement has always been there in classical dance. It is 
there in Kathak as well. Kathak dancers value it highly. 

Thambiran : It is probably not so dominant and frequent in Kathak ? 
Swaminathan : In fact it is very dominant in Kathak, and the Kathak dancers do a 
very fast spin . . . In Therukoothu, kirikai is employed to show rage and power and 
it communicates effectively to the audience. Seeing a raging Bhima, say, doing a 
kirikai, a spectator is also charged with the same emotion. 

Thambiran : Expression of emotion or acting in Therukoothu has its root in the 
songs. Take this one: ‘Dussasanan ezhundhu irundhu thudithu kobham ahi’ (‘Dus 
sasana stands up, shivering in anger, tremulous’]. How does the tremor show in 
Dussasana’s acting ? It is there in the song itself. It is from the song that the emotion 
flows into the acting—the kirikai, the strutting about on the stage, everything. It 
spreads a thrill among the audience. 

Swaminathan : I don’t like the female roles in Therukoothu. Neither the costumes 
of the actors nor their expressions are pleasing... even the way they move about 
on the stage. In the costumes there is nothing distinctly Therukoothu-like. I don’t 
know if all this can be changed. 

Thambiran : In the old days the costumes used to be different. The actors in female 
roles were adorned with Jammal, Kiliyal, Jadai and all. These were given up for 
some time. Now I have made the costumes and jewellery all over again. We will use 
them in the forthcoming festival. But they will be used only in two episodes—the 
bow-lifting and Vastropaharanam sequences. In the other scenes the female cos- 
tumes will be the same as before—say, when Mohini appears before Arjuna in 
penance, or when servant maids appear in various scenes. I have reserved the 
special decorations only for these two episodes. 

Swaminathan : Why were these adornments given up ? ; 
Thambiran : They were given up during that lean period when I started doing 
Sankaradas Swamigal’s plays. ; : 
Swaminathan : This went on for about a decade, right? Then, during the ’40s, you 
returned full-time to Therukoothu. ' 

T : It was then that E. Krishna Iyer n . 
ace pete ah him. Afterwards, we performed for the first time at the coe 
Academy, Madras. We did Vastropaharanam there. I did Draupadi’s (ine . Nol 
show. I was doing female roles in those days, though I had eon i a i a 
Seeing my condition, Krishna Iyer bought a wig for me es, - ie eae 
event gave a fillip to Therukoothu and I started getting some invita 


did? He asked me to take up Bharati’s Panchal 

Therukoothu play. He secured a grant from the Tamil rig oie 
the performance to some eight villages in Andhra Pradesh. ive Sanat 
in a difficult position, Muthuswami has helped me out. He is chiefly respo 


the current interest in Therukoothu. 


came along. Shrimati Syamala also 
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Swaminathan : Why don’t you allow women to do the female roles? 
Thambiran : Allow women? To this day, women have not been allowed in 
Therukoothu—that is the tradition. You may ask why. See, we perform on festive 
occasions. It is done in the spirit of bhakti. Suppose the actress playing an important 
role has to keep out of the festival because she has got her periods. What we do then? 
Swaminathan : But there are women performing other tasks connected with the 
temple and the festival. What happens in their case? 
Thambiran : They can alternate. One may do the work of another. It’s not like that 
in Therukoothu.. . . They have female artistes in commercial theatre, that’s all. Not 
in Therukoothu. 
Swaminathan : There is a genuine concern for Therukoothu and its sustenance 
today. How much has this helped you in practical terms? You perform in the 
Draupadi Amman festival for only three months a year. How many offers do you 
get during the rest of the year? Do they suffice for your living? 
Thambiran : There is nothing else that we can do for a living. On rare occasions, 
some people from a neighbouring village may turn up and ask us to train them in 
Therukoothu. There aren’t many other opportunities coming our way . . . We got 
some help from Sangeet Natak Akademi. They asked us to take up some new plays. 
So we did Indrajit and Bali Moksham from the Ramayana. This year we intended 
todo Surpanakha Bhangam. But there was no money for that, so it remains at script 
stage. 
Swaminathan : You mean you get only one or two offers like that in a year? 
Thambiran : We have to be content with whatever we get. Whatever little we 
manage to save is spent during the lean periods. We have to eat out of our little 
savings. This time I was invited by the Akademi to perform in Lok Utsav, so I have 
come here. I got this offer. It goes on like that. 
Swaminathan : The Government of India invited you to perform in the Festival of 
India in France. Hasn’t the Tamil Nadu Government done anything like that? 
Thambiran : They asked us to do Bharati’s Panchali Sabadam. But we never got any 
— offer from the Tamil Nadu Government. Of course, we get a pension from 
em. 
Swaminathan : Have you performed on Madras television? 
Thambiran : Only once. I did Panchali Sabadam. That was some nine years ago. But 
there has been no programme invitation since then. 
Swaminathan : Thank you, Kannappa Thambiran. It has been a pleasure hearing 
you talk about Therukoothu. I hope you continue to perform for many more years. 
Ialso hope Therukoothu andits practitioners receive the support they deserve. 0 
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NOTES 
Siruthondar Charitram deals with the life and times of the Shaivite saint Siruthondar. 
S.G. Kittappa was a celebrated actor-singer of the Tamil stage in the 1930s. A prodigy with 
no formal training, he passed away in his early 30s. 


Valli Thirumanam is the story of Murugan (Kartikeya) falling in love with a girl from the 
hunters’ caste and marrying her. The Tamil myth points to the assimilation of Aryan gods 
and goddesses in the Tamil country. . 


K.B. Sundarambal, associated with Kittappa in theatre and his companion in life, was an 
actress renowned for her singing prowess. Like Kittappa, she received no formal training in 
music. 


Kovalan Charitram deals with the love story of Kovalan and Kannagi from the Tamil epic 
Silappadikaram (c. 5th century A.D.) 


Pavalakodi is based on a Tamil folk-tale. 


Alli: Arjuna, like Valli Thirumanam, is based on a Tamil myth about Arjuna. All these 
stories were extremely popular in Tamil theatre up to the 1940s, ; 

The kappukarars are devotees from the village who have a role in the ritual of the Draupadi 
Amman festival. 


The dharmakarta is the master of ceremonies — the village elder who organizes the 
Therukoothu performance during the Draupadi Amman festival. For details of ritual and 
performance, see my article ‘Therukoothu: Theatre of the Mahabharata’, Sangeet Natak 


Nos. 100-102, July-December 1991. 
The adavu is a unit of movement. 


Dr M. Ramaswami is an actor and director of Tamil theatre presently teaching at Tamil 
University, Thanjavur. 


This Tamil adaptation of Antigone was titled Thukkira Avalam. 


